THE QARA  MOUNTAINS

But swearing on a shrine is not always sufficient. A
suspected murderer may be called upon to undergo the
ordeal by fire - tamrtt or bestta^ and my Qara host. Shaikh
Hasan, had as a young man been sent to the Hadhramaut
to undergo the ordeal before the mabestia^ had emerged
vindicated, and lived, as he assured me, to believe in its
efficacy.

Not every man, however endowed with these powers and
with the requisite learning, will dare to practise for fear of
the assassin's dagger, for so suffered Baihan, a blacksmith of
the Yaham tribe, a famous mabesWa or master of ordeals in
Wadi Irma. 'But,3 said my informant, cwho is there who
will not accept the decisions of 'Ali bin 'Abdullah bin
'Abdul Wadud, whether he be dheheb or hadid^ gold or
iron, innocent or guilty/

The ceremony takes place between the dawn and noon
prayers. The parties assemble before the fire. The in-
quisitor inserts a knife blade into the fire, and after some
time has elapsed the accused opens his mouth and puts his
tongue out. The inquisitor then takes the tip of the
accused man's tongue in his kerchief between finger and
thumb with one hand; with the other he withdraws the
red-hot blade, holds it to his own lips in benediction and
then gives two smart raps, first with one flat side, then the
other, laterally across the outstretched tongue. The accused
should be able to spit at once if the portents are propitious,
but two hours are allowed to elapse before the tongue is
examined. If there are signs of swelling or undue burning,
or gland affection in the neck, he is declared guilty and
must pay with his life or as his accusers may require, but if
there be none of these symptoms, he is adjudged innocent.

'But what of its justice?' I asked.
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